Psychiatric problems in homeless men. Lifetime psychosis, substance use, and current distress in new arrivals at New York City shelters.
We assessed psychiatric states in 223 men at first entry to New York, NY, municipal men's shelters, overall and differentiated by prior experience of homelessness. Instruments included a diagnostic interview (Structured Clinical Interview for DSM-III-R: Psychotic Disorders), the Short Michigan Alcoholism Screening Test, and the Center for Epidemiologic Studies of Depression Scale. The use of a "first timer" sample, and of a clinical diagnostic interview, had not, to our knowledge, been previously attempted in studies of psychiatric problems in the homeless. The majority of men had a history of mental disorder or of heavy substance use. On diagnostic interview, 17% of the men had a definite or probable history of psychosis, and another 8% had a possible history of psychosis. A confident diagnosis of schizophrenia was made in 8%. A history of alcohol or other drug abuse was evident in 58%. Cocaine was already (in 1985) the drug of choice; 27% of the study sample had used it more than 50 times. One third of the men were in extreme distress, much of it apparently acute and associated with the transition to the shelter, and 7% reported suicidal thoughts at the time of the interview. The newly homeless, compared with those who had been homeless for much of the 5 years prior to shelter entry, were younger and had fewer psychiatric problems.